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Blue Ridge becomes haven for spiritual centers 


By Tueresa VarGas 
The Washington Post. 


FABER, Va. - As the story 
goes, Sri Swarn! Satchidanands 
was Mying over Buckingharn 
when he saw the land below and 
pidced itasthe siteol Yogaville 
The founder of the Gathering, 
other spiritual community 
along Virginis’s Blue Ridge 
Mountains, was In New York 
When, it's said, he dreamed of 
the abandoned hospital in 
Schuyler that would take his 
groups year to find and a decade 
to retail 

Others speak of an indeserib- 
able energy that might have 
drawn them here 

“There's sameth ing about the 
mounts ins,” said Bill McRae of 
Sevenoaks Path work Center in 
Madison. “The world’s most 
@pirirua! people are in the moun- 
tain.” 

Whatever the reason, 8 spec 
trum of spiritual communities 
has settled and expanded over 
the years in rural counties near 
Charbottesvilla, creating in 
many ways an enlightenment 
hub It isa place where Tibetan 
monks can be found minutes 
from New Age mystics, and jew- 
etry stores sell such items as Om 
necklaces People travel fron 
other countries just to spend 
weekends here, and suburban- 
ites have been known to aban- 
don thelr lifestyles to aay 

That's what Alon Scherr, 58, 
did before he and his 13-yearold 
daughter, Naomi, were icilled in 
the Mumbai terrorist attadss 
late Isat month The Scherrs, 
along with wife and mother Kia, 
lived at the Synetrmicity Foun- 
dation in Faber for 11 years, 
practicing high-tech meditation 
in the relative solitude afforded 
by being three hours from Wash- 
ington. 

Neighbors say that before the 
deaths turned an iInternatimal 
spotfight om Synchronicity they 
knew that the group existed but 
coukl describe little shout it 

Just as they mew there were 
others ~ many others. 

“It's just a really diverse 
grouping, with everybody being 
acceptingot pretty much every- 
thing as long ss you Te good and 
kind” said Julie Bendle, a Nel- 
gon County real estate agent 
who has found property for 
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The Rev, Lakshmi Barsel spends time in the Pink Lotus Shrine at the Yogaville compound in Buckingham, ¥a., which houses about 250 residents. 


Virginia's Blue Ridge Mountains are home to a number of spiritual retreats. 


those who came ior retreats and 
decided to remain. "These peo- 
pile feel comfortable being here 
and are totally accepted, which 
is not to say & lotof people, my- 
self Inctuded, don’t know what 
theyreallabout” 

Within a short distance from 
Synchronicity one can find 
groups rooted in the most tradi- 
tonal Ea stern practices and oth- 
ere pushing the boundaries of 
modern bellefa In less than a 
hal-hour drive, one can medi- 
tate with Tibetan monks st Lig- 
mincha Inatitute, ponder the 
role of extraterrestrials with 
members of the Gathering end 
explore human consclousness 
through sound at the Momroe In- 
stitute A litte further northeast 
es the Sevenoaks Pathwork 
Center 

The center serves as a school 
for psychological and spirirusl 
healing and & retreat for any 


group that needs one. On some 
dsys, one can find dase of 
mostly Catholic and Jewish mid 
dleaged suburbanites talking 
about thelr “wounded chi,” 
and on others, one can stumble 
upon Buddh lets retreating in si- 
lence or shamans beating on 
drums. 

More than an hour away off @ 
windy road that crosses the 
Jarnes River, the Yogaville corn- 
pound in Budringharn County 
houses about 20residents The 
cormmunity Is large enough that 
it has its own phone book, cred 
itunion and elementary school 

“We live in a village, which I 
think Is thenatural healthy way 
that people are meant to live in 
the word,” the Rev Pararnan 
Barsel said one day last week 
"And the resson people (eel 30 
alienated in the city is because 
it’s go unnatural to not know 
your neighbors,” 


A shrine built in the likeness 
of @ glant lotus Mower, its pastel 
pink petelajutting sicyward, has 
altars featuring each major rell- 
gion, Jeaving space for lesser- 
iow ones and those yet to be 
discovered. Lakshmi Barsel sat 
there allently one day lest week. 

Born Linda Magneti ond 
raised Catholic in San Francie 
eo, she sald "a crisis of faith" 
eventually brought her to this 
point 

Similarly people at the Gath- 
ering speak of different rell- 
gilongas pleces of a whale They 
wear yarmulkes and pray the 
rosary Members also weer rings 
depictng the Star of David 
around 4 cross 

“Everyone knew theirchurch 
wasn't giving them the whole 
stary” said Esther Kern, &, who 
was raised in Oxon Hill, Md. 
“Everyone was looking fr 
something more and found it 


when they found Tom and Isis." 

Thomas and Isis Ringrose 
started the group In New York 
and moved it to Schuyler in the 
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1970s. Kern joined them after tak- 
ing anursing jobat the Univers!- 
ty of Virginia hospital and isone 
of four remaining members who 
live in the meticulously refur- 
bished house When the group 
was larger, Kern sald, mernbers 
would switch bedrooms every 
few months to expend thelreae 
riences and possibly channel 
their previous lives 

In addition to more tradition- 
al faiths, the group also believes 
ih reincarnation, psychic sbill- 
thes and extraterrestrial beings 

“All of us felt all of it was 
right," Kern said. 

At the Monroe Institute In 
Faber, it doesn’t matter what a 
person belleves, Executive Di- 
rector Paul Raderna cer sa id It 
is about experiences. In modest, 
dormitoryile roorns, beds are 
almost entirely enclosed behind 
walls to minimize outside dis- 
tractions while participants use 
the group's “Hemi-Synch” tech- 
nology The group says that by 
receiving different tones 
through headphones, the two 
hemispheres of the brain start 
to work together, altering the 
states of consciousness. 

“We don’t have any dogma 
here Anybody can come here 
with any belief Itdoesn tmatter 
to us But we do aak them to at 
Jesst cemsider the possibility 
that they might be more than 4 
physical bedy” Rademacher 
sald "We don’t tell them what 
that more is. That’s up to them to 
discover We just wry to provide 
the context for that exploration 
tohappen ” 
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